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“Next up, Finn Evans and Skye Lancaster!”

Looping her arm around Finn, Skye plastered on a wide, shiny, Miss Universe smile and swept onto the dance floor. Her smile grew wider when a ripple of cheering reached her ears. Her parents, of course, and Finn’s. A frequent participant in ballroom dancing competitions—or dancesport—she knew she and Finn had a tremendous chance of winning this one. The rhinestones on her voluminous gown winked under the golden lights. Wisps of sky-blue chiffon and tulle flowed around her as she and her partner took their places. One of the things she liked best about competitive ballroom dancing was the fancy costumes the contestants were required to wear. 

The audience calmed down, and a moment of silence crawled by. Relax, it’s no big deal, Skye told herself. This was the waltz, a subcategory of standard ballroom dancing, easier than the fast and fiery Latin dances—cha-cha, samba, rumba, paso doble, and jive. Standard ballroom dancing—waltz, tango, foxtrot, quickstep, and Viennese Waltz—was all about the flow, the elegance, the emotion the dancers conveyed. Not wild movements or intricate legwork.

Tightening her grasp on Finn’s hands, she gazed at the golden flecks in his hazel irises, remembering what Coach Chang, their private tutor, had told them. Connect with your partner. Fall into them. Trust them. If you make the judges feel the power and intensity of your connection, the trophy is yours.

We got this, she told Finn with her eyes, and he replied with a subtle nod. He was her childhood sweetheart, and they’d known each other for ten years. Their relationship had evolved to the point that they could communicate with a glance; like soulmates, they were able to read each other’s expressions and body language. 

As the music started, the hundreds of spectators, the judges’ gazes, and the cold air in the ornate hall faded away. Skye was transported to a world where only she and her partner existed, where they could float effortlessly and blend into one. The familiar sensation of freedom engulfed her. She and Finn were two fish swimming in a sparkling pond, two birds soaring through the boundless sky. Everything came to her in a natural, almost instinctive way. The music beat in her blood and coursed through her veins as she spun, twirled, rose, and dipped along with the melody. She became one with the music. It was as if her heart was singing. Moments like this convinced her that she was a born dancer, that she was destined to be one. 

The music ended so soon that Skye felt as if she’d awoken from a dream. Applause rang from the crowd. Her parents were cheering and whistling, a banner with her and Finn’s names waving like a proud flag. She curtsied while Finn bowed to the judges, and they left the dance floor as a pair. 

Finn pecked her on the lips, and she snaked an arm around his neck, letting him scoop her into his arms. “I thought I was going to mess up, but we held it together.” He planted another kiss on her cheek.

Skye laughed and batted him on the arm. “Don’t you remind me, Finn Evans.”

She admired his black tail suit and how handsome it made him look. Yes, she was used to seeing him dressed like this; they’d worn their costumes and practiced thousands of times in the dance studio, but she could never get enough of him. Maybe that was what love did to a person. 

When she was seven, she had weekly lessons at the local dance studio, and that was where she met Finn Evans, her longtime dance partner and now boyfriend. She had early memories of defending him when the kids in school teased him. That was back in first grade; now that they were juniors in Garland High and were known as star dancers, nobody made fun of them. Still, they weren’t popular. While the other kids were either nerds, jocks, artists, slackers, social butterflies, or just nothing, Skye and Finn didn’t fall into any category. Nobody bullied or targeted them despite their reclusiveness, for they had been placed in countless nationwide and international contests before, and that was enough to earn them some respect. 

“What do you think about that couple?” Finn asked, nodding at the dance floor. They’d found a spot to sit and watch the others compete.

Skye studied them—a girl in a billowy purple gown with sequins and a boy dressed the same as Finn—and shook her head. Her knowledge of ballroom dancing could fill five books, since both she and Finn had been dancing for ten years. She could tell whether a couple stood a chance at winning by watching them perform for five seconds.

“She doesn’t seem to be making much eye contact with him, and is it my imagination, or do they look a bit stiff? I mean, I certainly don’t want my wishful thinking to trick me into underestimating anyone, but I have no clue how they made it to the finals.”

“The guy doesn’t seem to be holding up too well, either. Their timing is definitely off. Something about their routine is funny.” 

Skye smirked. “They’re no match for us.” 

“Well, we’ve been a pair since we were in the first grade.”

Skye’s face bloomed into a smile. “That’s why we have an advantage. How long do you think those two have been partners?”

Finn laughed. “Good question. A few months, it seems to me. Here’s the thing about ballroom dancing: even if you hate your partner and want to kill them, you have to smile and look all misty-eyed at them. Create that chemistry. It doesn’t matter if it exists or not, because only what the judges think matters. Dancing is acting, in a way. If you’re a good actor, you can charm the judges.”

“Ah, very philosophical,” Skye remarked. “I guess dancing for ten years really does something to a person.”

“I hope you won’t get mad at me someday in the future and have to fake affection for me just for a contest,” Finn joked.

“Me? Mad at you?” Skye gave him a gentle punch on the arm. “Fat chance. As long as you don’t go off flirting with other girls, I’m all yours.”

“What does dancing mean to you?”

“It’s like giving form to music, an art without a concrete form. I guess that’s why I love it so much.”

Silence fell upon them as they watched the other couples dance. Not forgetting their manners, they both applauded the dancers after they finished. 

The contest ended, and a ten-minute break ensued before the results were released.

“Hey,” Coach Chang said, approaching them. A victorious grin shone on his face. “That was a fine performance, Finn and Skye.”

“Can you predict the results?” Skye asked.

“Sure. I predict that they’ll be out within ten minutes.”

Skye giggled. “I mean our results. What our results will be.”

Finn shrugged. “Winning would be nice. I’m not losing sleep over it, though. We made the most out of our performance, and that’s what matters.”

“And that, young man, is the right attitude,” Coach Chang replied, giving Finn a pat on the back. 

Skye stuck out her bottom lip. “What’s wrong with being competitive? Finn and I wouldn’t have won a single contest if we weren’t so ambitious.”

Coach Chang gave her an indulgent smile. “Nothing wrong with that, but keep in mind that it’s equally important to love dancing and not let the results kill your passion.”

“Weird,” Skye remarked. “All coaches are about winning. Not you, huh? You’re a non-conformist.”

Coach Chang chuckled. “Then those coaches are idiots. If all you care about is the result, a small failure will devastate you, but if you persist on no matter what result you get, if you truly love dancing, you will perform well and devote yourself to perfecting each routine. And that will increase your chances of winning, right? Think about the bigger picture.” 

Skye rolled her eyes after the coach had left. “He acts like he doesn’t give a damn about our results, but I’m sure that deep down, he does.”

“We’ll see,” Finn said. “My theory is that he has a good feeling about our results, but he doesn’t want to get our hopes high and tell us.”

Skye shrugged. “Anyway, it’s over. Fretting about the results won’t change them. I really hope we get first place, though. It’d look nice on my college application.”

“Which schools do you have on your radar?”

“Uh, I’m still looking into them,” Skye confessed. “But I don’t want them to be, you know, too far away from home. I don’t like the thought of leaving Seattle. Or Washington State.” 

Suddenly nostalgic, she looked around at the vast ballroom, as if she could see the whole town from here, and was reminiscing about all the childhood memories it had given her. 

Finn was quiet for a moment. “I’d hate it if we were on opposite sides of the country. Think about it, how will we rehearse for contests if you’re in Washington and I’m in Florida?” 

“I can put that on my application and let the admission committee know that you and I come together,” Skye quipped. “If you accept Skye Lancaster, you’ll also have to take Finn Evans. How about that? A package deal.”

Finn held her hand. “We’ve spent half our lives together, and we’ve only got each other. At school. In the dance studio. In contests.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have the results ready,” the host, a lady with dreadlocks, announced, bringing her microphone closer to her lips.

“Ooh!” Skye sprang upright in her seat and focused her gaze on the sacred piece of paper in the announcer’s hands.

The audience took their seats, and Finn glanced at his parents. “I wonder why they didn’t come to us. Some phone call, maybe?”

“Who cares? The results are out! I can barely breathe!”

“In third place, Derek Clark and Rose Williams!”

“Keep them coming,” Skye muttered, drumming her fingers on her lap.

“In second place, Bryan Zane and Amy Collins! And in first place, Finn Evans and Skye Lancaster!”

“Woot woot!” Skye clapped her hands. Hand-in-hand, she and Finn marched up to the podium, waving at the audience. 

Winning was amazing. The applause, the spotlight, the glory, the thrill, the euphoria...

It was so dazzling, so magical that one could easily lose oneself in the glow of the moment. All of it made her feel as if she were in a swimming pool of bubbles, iridescent rainbows unfurling around her and blurring the edges and angles of the world. Her feet didn’t meet the ground, for victory had granted her a pair of wings. Nothing felt unachievable after she conquered a contest. One day, she and Finn would shine in the world rankings. They would be the best dancers in the world, the number one power couple, the king and queen of competitive ballroom dancing.

When Skye was younger, she’d lost countless times. Losing—the bitterness of it, the pain of realizing the months and years of practice had amounted to nothing—was like torture. When she won her first trophy, she cried tears of joy, and so did Finn. Now that they’d been competing for ten years, she and Finn rarely ever lost a contest. In other words, they were accustomed to winning, to accepting their trophies. Still, every win meant the world to Skye. 

Photos were taken, hands were shaken, and trophies were awarded, and soon, the audience filed out of the hall.

“Skye, honey.” Her mother flew to her side and swept her daughter into an embrace. “You did beautifully, dear, and you too, Finn. You should be so proud of yourselves!”

“We didn’t come to you during the break because we were busy reserving a table at the nearest restaurant,” Skye’s father explained. “Crystal Palace. Your mom and I had our first date there.”

“Thanks.” Skye beamed. Now that she had won, everything made her ten times happier than it normally would have. 

“We tried to invite your coach along, but he had to go to his daughter’s school play.”

“We knew you’d hit the podium, kids,” Mr. Evans, Finn’s father, clapped them on the backs.

“Dad, Skye and I are both seventeen,” Finn corrected him. “We’re not kids anymore.”

“You’re a kid to me,” his mother said. “Champ of a kid.”

Skye’s father hugged her. “My little dancer did an excellent job today. Let’s go have lunch, people. I bet everyone’s hungry.”

“We’re going out to eat? But I haven’t brought any clothes to change into,” Finn said. “I look ridiculous in this getup.”

“Not to me. You look dashing,” Skye replied. “Oh, come on, call it a formal date. People will be wondering if we’re getting married, and if our parents are meeting each other to discuss our wedding plans.”

That joke earned her a smile. “That’s not far from the truth,” Finn answered. 

“How creative,” Skye’s mother piped up. She winked at Mrs. Evans. “Nice to know that I’m already best friends with my in-laws.” 

“Likewise,” Mrs. Evans said. She cupped her hand around her mouth and whispered, “I can’t believe how much they’ve grown. A year later, and they can get married!”

“They could do it now,” Skye’s mother replied. “But they’d need our permission. Not that I wouldn’t give my consent, though. I’ve known your Finn long enough to trust him with my daughter.”

Mrs. Evans laughed. “Same. Skye’s a beautiful girl inside and out. As for my little prince—”

“Mom, stop.” Finn rolled his eyes. “You’re embarrassing me.” He winked at Skye, who rolled her eyes back at him and smiled. 

She ruffled his hair. “Nothing wrong with showing how proud I am of my baby boy.”

Skye and Finn insisted on squeezing into the same car—the Evans’s—along the way to the restaurant. 

“How come you’ve always preferred the standard styles?” Skye wondered aloud. 

“And how come you like Latin dances? They’re exhausting,” Finn commented.

“They’re amazing,” Skye replied. “Since we’re not allowed to do lifts or have both feet off the floor in contests, it’s all about the skill and speed. No offense, but standard dances are boring. What’s so fun about twirling and holding hands the whole time?” 

“Well, unlike you, some of us appreciate elegance.” Finn shifted in his seat. “Then again, when it comes to costumes, I prefer the Latin ones. Who in the world dances in a tail suit, and worse, with a bowtie?”

“Ask whoever invented this fabulous tradition,” Skye remarked. 

She rearranged the pins in her braided bun to keep a tuft of blond curls away from her eyes. Finn was her polar opposite—with brown hair that sometimes glowed under the sunlight and dark eyes she could gaze into for an eternity. They complemented each other not only in appearance but also in personality. Skye was bold, strong-willed, and dynamic, while Finn was steadier, more introspective, and uninterested in impressing anyone. Since she was twenty-four days older than Finn, Skye took it as her duty to stick up for him all the time. Finn used to call her his Princess Charming—still did, sometimes. That was one of the things Skye adored the most about him. He was her best friend and confidant, and there was no better dance partner than he. 

As the Lancasters and the Evans bustled into the restaurant, many people turned to look at Skye and Finn’s attire. Enjoying the attention, Skye winked at them and waved while Finn kept his gaze trained on his shoes. 

“You’d be the life of the party,” Finn said as they settled down in their seats. “I’m amazed you’re not a cheerleader. You have the potential to be one.”

Skye wasn’t paying attention. Scrolling through her Instagram feed, she came across a collection of pictures posted by Mina Reyes, the cheerleader captain and alpha girl at Garland High. “Hey, look. A party!”

Finn glanced at the profusion of balloons, the colorful cupcakes, and the glittering disco ball. “Never thought you’d be interested.”

Skye knew he wasn’t into social events. “Maybe if you got invited to one, you’d be singing a different tune.” She stared at the pictures for a while as the adults ordered their food.

“What do you want, Skye?” her father asked.

“Oh, the usual. Spaghetti or chicken.” As if the pictures had magnetized her attention, Skye studied each of them in detail. “I wonder how it feels to be popular. To be liked. Maybe I’d like myself more.”

“What don’t you like about yourself?” Finn asked.

Skye looked up from her screen. “Finn, don’t you have those moments when you’re alone at night, and you keep thinking about what your life would’ve been like if you hadn’t committed yourself to ballroom dancing at seven?”

Finn was quiet for a few seconds. “Yeah, sometimes, but I don’t regret taking this path.” Concern flitted across his eyes. “Do you? You said you didn’t like yourself.”

Skye shook her head. “I ... I don’t know.” She cast the adults a wary look and lowered her volume, almost whispering into Finn’s ear. “It’s not that I don’t like myself. I just thought it’d be nice if more people liked me. People who are popular and who can make me popular.”

Their parents were engrossed in a discussion about the election next year and speculating about who the Republican and Democratic candidates might be. Good, Skye thought. She didn’t want them to get wind of her conversation with Finn. The last thing she needed was to hear a speech about self-love and acceptance. Granted, she had an unfortunately close relationship with her insecurities. Always a perfectionist, and especially when it came to dancing, she allowed herself no room for mistakes. 

Finn furrowed his brows. “But Skye, you’re so above and beyond the other kids. You and I know what we want in life. How come you’d want to become one of them?”

Skye detected a hint of hurt in his voice. “What’s the matter? It’s not like I’m dumping you. I just want to, you know, discover myself. See if I can fit in with them and find a purpose outside the dance studio. You know what it’s like, having no time for anything else but dancing. It’s like we’ve been married to ballroom dancing before we even got to see the other options we could have had in life.”

Finn nodded slowly. “I see.”

“Don’t you think we should challenge ourselves to new heights every now and then? Maybe if I approached the popular crowd, life at school wouldn’t be as boring. Maybe they would like me. Maybe they’d give me more things to be excited about—things that don’t have anything to do with dancing.”

Finn frowned. “You know what they’re like. Mina and the popular crowd. They think it’s fun to make people’s lives a living hell. Their idea of entertainment includes punching kids, sticking elbows out at them in hallways, and bullying people. Why would you want Mina’s life?” 

“I’m not saying the trashy things they did are justified, but belonging ... must be sweet. Or else, why would people want to fit in?”

She imagined Mina Reyes and what a regular day would be like for her. Waking up in the morning, putting on her shiny lip gloss and nail polish, marching off to school in her fashionable wedge heels, sitting in the hotspot in the cafeteria and catching up on the trending gossip, going shopping with her friends after school, watching movies, and having sleepovers on weekends, throwing wild parties from time to time... 

In three words, living the dream. 

As for Skye herself, she never had the luxury to indulge in those leisure activities. Keeping up with schoolwork while having to practice ballroom dancing three to four hours a day was more than enough on her plate. Picturing a life without dancing sounded bizarre to her; it was like picturing the United Kingdom without the royal family or New York City without the Statue of Liberty and the Empire State Building. Incomplete, a crucial puzzle piece gone. 

But ... what if? What if she hadn’t decided to become a professional dancer before she got a taste of what high school life was like? What if she hadn’t started focusing on dancing that early and sealed herself off from the infinite possibilities? What was life like for a normal high-schooler? What had she missed, and how much of it? 

Sometimes, it hurt to think that she would never know and would never get to know. She often thought of Olympic athletes, those young talents who had chosen to dedicate their lives to diving, gymnastics, or tennis when they were adolescents. Did they ever regret giving up their one and only chance to live the mundane yet stress-free life of a regular teenager? 

“I don’t get why you feel bad about yourself,” Finn remarked. “You’re a rising star, and you’ve won countless competitions, but you still act like you’re not enough.”

“You’re saying that because you’re you.” The statement was half a compliment and half a complaint.

“And what’s wrong with that?”

“The kids at school must look at me and see a freak who spends all her after-school hours in a dance studio instead of watching movies, going to parties, and doing cool stuff. A dancing machine without a personality.”

“Well, what’s wrong with that?” Finn countered. “Can they do what you can do? Earn a ton of trophies and get good grades?”

Skye hesitated. “Maybe not, but I can’t do what they can, either.”

A hint of anxiety flashed in Finn’s eyes. “You’re thinking about giving up on dancing?”

Skye exhaled. “Of course not, but I want to see if I can make myself more popular.”

“You never mentioned that to me before. How come you’re suddenly so into popularity?” Finn’s tone wasn’t accusing. Just curious, like a boy asking his parents why the grass was green.

“It’s not popularity I’m pursuing,” Skye explained. “It’s the principle of the thing—what would life be like if I were ... normal? If I could be a random high-schooler? I’m trying to see if I can balance things a little.”

Finn didn’t argue with her. “Okay, then. Do you have a plan to make yourself popular?”

Skye tapped on her chin. “Uh, no. I’ll try to talk to Mina tomorrow and start a conversation with her, I guess. This is going to be interesting, Finn. If I get invited to a party, I’m bringing you along.”

Peeling off a layer of her skin and becoming someone else sounded thrilling. Back then, Skye hadn’t realized that a transformation hinted at the possibility of losing who she was. After all, some caterpillars died in chrysalises and lost themselves forever before they ever became butterflies.
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The afternoon sunlight was warm and inviting. It was the kind of autumn sunshine that made Skye think of jewel-toned leaves, whispers of wind, and a faint tang of first frost. She had set up a tent in her bedroom by the floor-to-ceiling window, and she was lounging on the pink beanbag sofa inside the tent, Finn doing his homework beside her. 

Skye flipped through her history textbook, pouting. “Gosh, I wish we could do something fun.”

Finn lifted his eyes. “Dancing?” 

“Come on, it’s a Saturday, and we just got home from the studio. Couldn’t a person rest a bit on a Saturday afternoon?”

Finn smiled. “Fair point, I guess.”

Skye slammed the book shut and groaned. “Dance, study, dance, study. Can’t I have something else in my life?”

“How’s the popularity thing going for you?” Finn asked.

“Not good.” Skye tried talking to Mina Reyes in the hallways and complimenting her hairstyle, tried imitating her mannerisms, or slipping in a comment or two when she was talking about a celebrity Skye knew, but there was an invisible barrier between the two of them. 

“You shouldn’t try to be someone you’re not,” Finn asserted. “You think of Mina like a finish line, but you don’t know what you’ll win when you get there.”

Skye pouted.

“Also, we’re not a part of their world. We’ve found our path in life, while she’s struggling to figure out what to do with her future.”

“You think so?” Skye rested her head on the heel of her palm, letting her hair flow between them like a blond curtain. “They must think I’m a weirdo.”

“A beautiful one,” Finn corrected her. 

Skye made a face. “I doubt I fit their definition of the word ‘beautiful.’”

“You fit mine. Why do you care so much about what they think?”

It was a question even Skye herself could not answer. She had everything—trophies and medals from statewide and worldwide contests, certificates that filled an entire shelf, and a dazzling array of achievements that glistened like ornaments on a Christmas tree. She and Finn had competed in England, Canada, China, Germany, France, and a handful of other countries, and they’d even been interviewed before. 

Three times on television, twice on the local radio station. They were stars in their community, heroes at every family gathering, idols to every aspiring professional ballroom dancer. The only reason they were not household names like pop stars or Hollywood actors was because the general public wasn’t as familiar with famous dancers as they were with movie stars.

Despite her accomplishments, though, Skye craved a private life separate from her glamorous career as a ballroom dancer. She’d look at the ordinary kids at school, at the nerds who cracked math jokes together, the jocks who played basketball at recess, and the artists who painted and sculpted in the art classroom, and she’d imagine herself as one of them. 

One regular kid among a hundred, a blank piece of paper, a mystery box of endless possibilities. However, when Skye tried to approach any of them, she realized she simply couldn’t. They had nothing in common, her and the other kids. She didn’t know the latest fashion trends, the hottest songs, the viral slang, memes, or catchphrases. They were a flock of swans, and she was an ugly duckling. 

That was one of the reasons she loved Finn so much. They were aligned on the same frequency and wavelength, and they never ran out of similarities. There wasn’t a him without a her, and vice versa. Even in her sleep, Skye could point out the exact shade of hazel of his eyes among a palette of brownish hues. She knew his favorite color was green, his favorite genre of music was classical, and he liked reading mysteries for fun. 

They’d watched the leaves turn red, celebrated Christmas, and joined Easter egg hunts together ever since they had known each other. What they had wasn’t love. It certainly wasn’t a typical high school romance. It went much deeper, into their minds and hearts—a love none of the kids in Garland High could understand.

“Skye?” Finn said, interrupting her thoughts.

Skye snapped out of her reverie. “Huh? Oh, sorry. What were you saying?”

“I’m not judging you, but I still don’t get why you care so much about what Mina Reyes thinks. Nothing she says changes who you are. She’s just a random girl.”

“Who happens to be popular.” Skye rubbed her eyes. “I want to fit in. I want them to like me. Finn, every time I see them giggling about some gossip or talking about grades, I feel like I’ve missed a large part of my life without knowing it, and I start to wonder what my life could have been like if I weren’t Skye Lancaster, the dancer. If I became popular, I’d have something to look forward to at school, right?”

“Let’s see, if you were a regular high school kid, you’d be worrying about your grades, your love life, and popularity.”

Skye stared at him. “Don’t you ever wonder how much you’re missing out? If you could start your life over, you’d be a whole new person. Maybe you’d be a straight-A student. Maybe you’d fall in love with soccer, art, or something completely random—horse-riding, how about that?”

Finn chuckled. “Call me a single-cell creature, but no, I don’t care what I’ve missed. I’m happy with my life. I’ve got a career to pursue and a clear blueprint for what my future would look like. Plus, what’s the point of regretting decisions you’ve already made?”

“I see where you’re coming from, but what’s life if everything’s all planned out before you? Where’s the adventure, the excitement, the unknown?”

“Is that why you’re trying to make yourself popular? To give yourself a new challenge?”

Skye tilted her head. “Kind of. If I don’t try, I’ll never know how much potential I have.”

Mina’s post had opened a door that led to a land of unknown wonders. Skye couldn’t stop obsessing over them, couldn’t stop thinking about who and what she would be if she hadn’t made all the choices that brought her to this day.

Finn pursed his lips. “If they finally accept you, you’ll stop needing me, right?”

Skye bent down and kissed him on the forehead. “I’d never do that.”

Finn looked down for a moment. “You say that now.”

“But I mean it.”

Skye could hardly imagine herself falling in love with any of the guys in school. She didn’t like their innuendos, their talk about sex, as if that was the only thing worth a damn when it came to love. To her, love was something much stronger, purer, and sacred. She couldn’t picture herself sitting with the popular crowd at lunch, laughing and joking about, well, certain body parts. 

Finn was never like that. He and she were two beans in a pod. They finished each other’s sentences, ordered the same food at restaurants, and did everything together because they were so in tune with each other’s thoughts and feelings. Finn was the only person Skye felt comfortable with while navigating the jungle of adolescence. It was his hand she held when she was afraid, his eyes she thought of on countless sleepless nights, his shoulder she leaned on when she was exhausted after a dance session. They were soulmates long before they knew what the word “soulmate” meant. 

Skye took a stroll down memory lane and numbered all the random facts about Finn she knew. She thought of the truth-or-dares they had done in the past, the collection of memories and secrets they shared, the sleepovers and New Year countdowns, the ghost stories they’d told when they went trick-or-treating in the neighborhood.

Once when they were children, they’d had a race on the sidewalk in front of Skye’s house. She’d fallen by accident, tripping over her little legs and scraping her knees. When Finn hurried over to check on her, he passed out at the sight of blood. Skye hadn’t cried when she was hurt, but thinking that her best friend had dropped dead all of a sudden, she bawled her eyes out. Skye’s mother carried Finn to the couch and patched Skye’s knee up, assuring her he would be fine soon. When Finn woke up, Skye sobbed and told him she thought he had died. He had brushed the tears away from her face and told her, “I’d never leave you without saying goodbye.”

That was one of the innumerable memories in Skye’s precious gallery. Even though it had been years, she couldn’t forget the promise he had made to her that day. It was a curious thing, their bond. Even when they were kids, they understood how significant a connection they had. Their partnership thrived beyond the dance studio; they were linked to each other in so many ways that they sometimes couldn’t tell each other apart. 

“Skye,” Finn said, clicking his pen. “What’s this question about?”

“I’ll help you with it. In exchange for you coming up with some tips on popularity.” She could breeze through ten pages of math and science exercises without breaking a sweat. Math was an addiction to her; she had always loved, adored, and worshipped the power of numbers.

Finn brightened up. “Deal. Anything to avoid my four pages of algebra. It’s excruciating.”

“Excruciating. Since when did you become Professor Evans?”

Finn replied with a dry smile. “Since when was using big words banned?”

“Any ideas on how to make us popular?” Skye asked, ignoring his pointless question.

“Start acting like them. Although I prefer the you right now.” 

“Been there, done that,” Skye said. “Even if I wear my hair in a fluffy, high Mina Reyes ponytail, she thinks I’m about as cool as the grout in the women’s locker room.”

“Let’s see, what do the popular kids like?” Finn mused, watching Skye work on the math questions.

“Dressing up, bullying kids, following internet celebrities...” Skye murmured, absentminded. “Pretty dumb, huh?”

Finn clapped his hands. “Exactly. So why bother fitting in?”

Skye sighed, half-amused, half-annoyed. “Look, do you want the homework fairy to finish your math homework or not?”

“All right, all right. I’ll stop questioning your plan.”

“It’s not even a plan yet,” Skye pointed out. “Acting like them, dressing like them, and talking like them isn’t enough.”

“If you did something for them, they might appreciate it,” Finn suggested.

“Like what? Nothing. They’re divas. They have everything already.” Skye shrugged, answering her own question. She picked up a pen and twirled it between her fingers. “I don’t mean anything to them.”

“Who cares?” Finn’s soft lips landed on hers, a gentle reminder that he was all hers. “You mean everything to me.”

Skye leaned closer to him and snuggled her cheek against his. She breathed in his plain, unadorned scent and tried to remember that, at least to one boy, she was his world.
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Chapter Three
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“Morning,” Skye said, passing Mina and a beautiful blonde cheerleader in the locker hall the following Monday. 

Mina, who had coiled her black locks into a bun and secured it with a silver scrunchie, smiled at her reflection in the mirror in her locker. Her makeup—shiny pink eyeshadow and cherry-red lipstick—was done to perfection. Confidence radiated from her skin in waves.

“Nice scrunchie, Mina,” Skye offered.

The blonde cheerleader turned and frowned at Skye. “Is that a compliment? Sounds like a cringey one.”

Mina turned to Skye. “Seriously, don’t you ever get tired of yourself? Well, I’m tired of you.”

The blonde cheerleader scoffed. “Don’t we have better things to do than hang around with her?”

“We’ll leave right after I finish my makeup, Charity,” Mina replied.

Skye wrung her hands, her cheeks heating up. 

“Just get out of our way,” Mina ordered. “Before we make you.”

Skye frowned at them as they left, wondering what on Earth made her so different from Mina and Charity when they were all high school girls.

“No luck, I take it?” Finn asked, taking notice of her gloomy expression. Both of them had second period free and were in the cafeteria.

Skye shook her head. “Nope.”

Finn walked to the vending machine and returned with a can of Diet Coke, Skye’s favorite beverage. “To cheer you up.”

Skye thanked him. “You’re the best.” She pecked him on the cheek. 

“The school counselor congratulated us on our win,” Finn said, changing the topic. “Met her on my way here.”

“Mrs. Jefferson?” Skye asked. “Yeah, she does seem to keep an extra-close eye on us. Probably thinks we’re going to explode from stress anytime.”

“Do you think my mom or dad may have told her to?”

“To what?”

“Keep an eye on us?”

Skye shrugged. “Hard to say. Mrs. Jefferson looks like a nice lady. Something tells me that she didn’t become a counselor just to make money. She cares about the kids. What else did she tell you?”

“Don’t give myself too much pressure and all that.” Finn exhaled. “You know, adults are always saying that, but ask yourself: would we have won if we hadn’t given ourselves any pressure?” 

“That’s the one,” Mina Reyes’s sharp, pouting voice said, and Skye turned.

“Hey, you.” A burly guy with freckles and messy brown curls glared at Skye. He wore a baseball cap and a frown. “You Skye Lancaster? Leave my girlfriend alone, you hear me?”

Skye did not need to take another look at him to know who he was. George Wilson, Mina Reyes’s boyfriend. 

Finn stepped between Skye and George. “You don’t get to threaten her.” 

George Wilson snorted. “And who the hell are you?”

“Don’t change the topic. If you keep harassing Skye, I’ll make sure you know who I am.”

“Put your girlfriend on a leash and control her a bit, will you?”

Finn smirked. “Really? You think girlfriends are like dogs, and it’s up to you to control them?” He glanced at Mina. “Don’t you think you deserve better?”

Mina gave George the evil eye. 

George crossed his arms. “I don’t need you to give me a lecture on how to treat my girlfriend, and I don’t give a damn about you or Skye Lancaster. Just tell her to stop mingling with the wrong people and stick to kids in her league.”

“You’re right for once,” Finn replied. “Thanks for the reminder. I’ll tell her how above you she is.”

Skye frowned as Mina and George rolled their eyes and walked away. “What were you doing, Finn? You’ve upset them.”

“They were insulting you,” Finn replied. “They called you a dog. Did you want me to sit aside and let them continue?”

“They’re the keepers of the Pearly Gates of popularity,” Skye said. “I’ll never get anywhere if I get on their bad side.”

“I don’t think they’d welcome anyone into their group. Biggest bunch of snobs I’ve seen in my life.”

“You’d eat your words if we were invited to one of their epic parties,” Skye said. 

“We could throw a party of our own,” Finn suggested. 

“Do we have the time to plan it out? Send invitations? Decide what it’s going to be about?” That was one of the sad things about her life. Skye had devoted
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